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N the early nineteen hundreds the only law in Alaska
applicable to the healing art, enacted for the territory by an
indifferent Congress, but not even indifferently enforced, pro-
vided that to procure a licence to treat the sick one must possess
a diploma from a medical school and pay a five-dollar recording
fee* No one bothered to inquire whether the diploma was from
a reputable institution, or whether it had been earned, bought,
stolen, or, in fact, whether or not it was a medical diploma. I
ran across one undaunted practitioner whose sole credential upon
which he based his professional claims was an imposing-looking
certificate of membership in a lodge. As a result medicine in
Alaska was represented by a variety of talent, some of which was
disreputable and more of it decidedly questionable.
A small hospital had been established in each of the seven
largest centres of population, located from two to five hundred
miles apart and boasting, optimistically, of from two to three
thousand inhabitants each. About twenty doctors were practising
in the larger communities, and perhaps a half-dozen medical
missionaries were scattered throughout the territory. But scores
of smaller towns containing up to a thousand people had no
medical service of any kind. It was for the purpose of visiting
and inspecting these isolated settlements, relieving such illness as
I found and recommending methods designed to improve the
general state of health, that my commission was issued by the
Bureau of Education.
My equipment was a regulation U.S. Army medical chest
supplementing another chest of emergency supplies, a folding
cot? blankets, extra clothing, a modicum of medical knowledge
and a determination to make good. The region to be inspected
extended from the southern boundary of Alaska to the farther-
most Aleutian Island; transportation included anything available,
from regular passenger steamships and revenue cutter$ down to
native canoes. More than a hundred villages were visited; more
than fivie thousand natives were given physical examinations, or